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Abstract 
 
In order to enhance teaching it is important to understand how students learn.  
The aim of this study was to discover the interventions needed to enhance the 
support offered by teachers and tutors in a Business Accounting programme to 
develop in students an intrinsic motivation and deep learning strategy which 
could be used later in life in other areas of study.  The data came from a number 
of sources, including the Biggs’ revised two-factor Study Process Questionnaire: 
R-SPQ-2F, administered to students. The second source was tutors’ responses 
to a set of questions, and the third source was an interview held with an 
experienced tutor.  In the main, the data was analysed using phenomenographic 
methodology. The study yielded valuable insights into the tutorial context and 
tutors’ perceptions of the factors that hinder or enhance student learning. 
 
Key words 
Approaches to learning, marked tutorials, learning theories, reflective practice, 
scholarship of teaching and learning. 
 
 - iii - 
Declaration 
 
I, Pamela Townsend declare that this research report is my own work.  It is 
submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Education in the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.  It has not been 
submitted before for any degree or examination in this or any other university. 
 
 
 
………………………….. 
Pamela Townsend 
January 2009 
 - iv - 
Acknowledgements 
 
I would like to express my sincere appreciation to the following people who 
helped in the completion of this research report. 
• The late Ms Irene Broekman without whose support and 
encouragement this would never have happened. 
• Professor Jane Castle, my supervisor, for her guidance, feedback 
and patience. 
• My family for their support. 
 
 
 - v - 
Table of Contents 
  Page 
 Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
1.1 Introduction 1 
1.2 The problem 4 
1.3 Findings of the Senate Investigation 5 
1.4 The purpose and rationale of the study 6 
1.5 Research questions 8 
1.6 The Context of the Business Accounting Course 8 
1.6.1 Background 8 
1.6.2 The teaching approach adopted on the Business 
Accounting Course ** 
10 
1.6.3 Course structure 11 
1.6.4 Teaching structure 12 
1.6.5 The tutorial system 14 
1.6.5.1 Contents of tutorials 16 
1.6.5.2 The marked tutorial 16 
1.6.6 Problems faced by students and lecturers in this course 17 
1.7 Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 18 
1.8 Reflective practice 21 
1.9 The research process 23 
1.10 Structure of the Research Report 24 
   
 Chapter 2  Teaching and learning in an accounting 
context 
25 
2.1 Introduction 25 
2.2 Academic practice 26 
2.3 Explanation of the ‘gap’. 29 
2.4 Theoretical Framework 32 
2.5 The development of student approaches to learning 32 
2.5.1 Approaches to learning 33 
2.5.2 Approaches to learning in accounting 36 
2.5.2.1 Approaches to Learning and Gender Issues 41 
2.5.2.2 Approaches to learning and prior educational 
experience 
43 
2.5.2.3 Conclusion 43 
2.6 Measuring approaches to learning 44 
2.6.1 The Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) by 
Biggs,1987a, 1993a, 1993b  
44 
2.6.1.1 Presage factors 47 
2.6.1.1.1 Student presage factors 47 
2.6.1.1.2 Teaching presage factors 48 
2.6.1.2 Process factors 49 
2.6.1.3 The Product 51 
2.7 The Study Process Questionnaire 51 
2.8 The revised two-factor Study Process Questionnaire: 53 
 - vi - 
R-SPQ-2F 
2.9 Conclusion  54 
   
 Chapter 3 Conceptions of learning 55 
3.1 Introduction 55 
3.2 Students’ conceptions of learning 56 
3.3 Learning theories 57 
3.3.1 A behaviourist perspective of learning 57 
3.3.2 A cognitivist perspective of learning 58 
3.3.3 A constructivist perspective of learning 61 
3.3.4 Situated learning theorists perspectives on learning 65 
3.4 The role of social and cultural factors in learning 68 
3.5 The role of language in learning 71 
3.6 What motivates students to learn? 74 
3.7 Conclusion 75 
   
 Chapter 4: Research Methodology 76 
4.1 Introduction 76 
4.2 Background 76 
4.3 Methodology for this research 77 
4.3.1 Action Research 77 
4.3.2 Phenomenography 79 
4.4 Research population 81 
4.5 Methods of collecting and analysing data 83 
4.6 Ethical issues 86 
4.7 Conclusion 87 
   
 Chapter 5: Results of the revised two-factor Study 
Process Questionnaire: R-SPQ-2F and interviews 
with tutors 
 
5.1 Introduction 88 
5.2 Data collected from the revised two-factor Study 
Process Questionnaire  
88 
5.3 Approaches to learning adopted by the students in this 
group 
92 
5.4 Discussion of the shifts in the approaches to learning 
over a period of time 
97 
5.5 Analysis of responses to the individual questions of the 
R-SPQ-2F questionnaire  
101 
5.5.1 Discussion of the general observations to deep and 
surface motivational approaches 
102 
5.5.2 Discussion of the general observations on deep and 
surface strategies 
104 
5.6 Data collected from the tutor responses 105 
5.7 Meaning of the categories with tutor comments as 
examples 
107 
 - vii - 
5.7.1 Category A - Presage factors. 107 
5.7.1.1 Work attitude and maturity of the students 107 
5.7.1.2 Prior knowledge of accounting 108 
5.7.1.3 Language 110 
5.7.2 Category B - the tutorial context 111 
5.7.2.1 Role of the tutors 111 
5.7.2.2 Role of the tutorials 113 
5.7.3 Category C – ways of improving the learning process in 
the tutorial context. 
115 
5.7.3.1 Active participation 115 
5.7.3.2 Tasks and activities 118 
5.8 Conclusion 119 
   
 Chapter 6  Conclusion and Recommendations  120 
6.1 Introduction 120 
6.2 The Main Findings of the Research 123 
6.3 Limitations of this study 130 
6.4 Other areas of concern 131 
6.5 Suggestions for Further Research 132 
6.6 Conclusion 133 
   
 References 134 
   
 
 - viii - 
List of  
Tables  Pg 
1.1 Composition of student cohort - 2004 to 2006 9 
1.2 Business Accounting class size and throughput rate 10 
2.1 Motive and strategy approaches to learning and studying 
(Biggs, 1985 and 1987) 
46 
4.1 Breakdown of the research population  52 
5.1 Approaches to learning adopted by the students in this 
group 
91 
5.1 Represents changes that took place over the measured 
period 
97 
5.3 Individual student responses to each of the questions on 
the R-SPQ-2F questionnaire 
99 
5.4 Outcome Space of Tutorials as a place of learning 106 
 
Graphs   
5.1 approaches to learning of the entire group, per gender 93 
5.2 approaches to learning of Actuarial Science students 94 
5.3 approaches to learning of Commerce students 95 
5.4 approaches to learning of Economic Science students 95 
5.5 approaches to learning of Quantity Surveying students 96 
 
Figures   
2.1 
 
Biggs’ Model of Teaching and Learning -  3 P Model.  
(Biggs, 1987a,1993a,1993b) 
 
46 
 
 - ix - 
 
 List of Appendices Page 
   
Appendix A Senate Teaching and Learning Committee Report  
Appendix B The revised two-factor Study Process Questionnaire  
Appendix C Tutor questionnaire  
Appendix D Student ethics document  
 
